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photograph: One of the factories left derelict after the collapse of the Soviet Union, on the way to 
Issyk-Kul lake in Kyrgyzstan. Agriculture became the most important refuge for the many Kyrgyz 
who lost their livelihoods during the transition.
Roots of our people | 5
Who hasn’t, at some point, wondered about the life of 
trees? About the things they observe, and what they think 
of the people around them and the pace at which they move. 
Some of the oldest fruit trees in the republics of Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan have lived for more than five hundred years.  
They have witnessed a colourful part of world history 
that started, long ago, with the final days of the Mongol 
empire and the Silk Road and continued with the rise 
and fall of khanates and the Great Game played by the 
Russian and British empires. Now, amidst the relicts 
of revolutions, communism, and a Tajik civil war, those 
trees still stand and people still eat their fruits.
But this booklet isn’t so much about trees or change. 
Rather, it is about the people who cultivate trees and 
that which, despite those many changes, has remained 
more or less the same: the relationship between people 
and the plants they grow, and the pride, need, curiosity 
and respect on which this relationship is built.
After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, men and 
women who always had work, education and an income, had 
to adapt to a society in which none of those things could be 
taken for granted. Many returned to agriculture, but many had 
forgotten, or never learned, how to farm. A new economic 
system meant new, difficult choices about what to grow: old 
varieties of fruits, which had been so important for the health 
and survival of families, had little to contribute in terms of 
income. But new, exotic varieties, though more profitable, 
were limited in the way they could be used for nutrition and 
health and, quite often, they just didn’t taste the same.
This silent revolution, the return to family agriculture, had its own 
champions. Far from the cities and the attention of policy makers, 
as catalysts of change or guardians of a tradition, these people 
have, in their own different ways, helped others in this transition. 
For four years, from 2005-2009, scientists from the Kyrgyz 
Agrarian University and the Pamir Biological Institute 
worked to find these people and to learn from and 
support their work, reversing, in the process, traditional 
relationships between farmers and scientists.
This small booklet is a tribute to some of these farmers, 
their knowledge, energy and curiosity, to the stories they 
tell and the work they do to preserve a uniquely important 
part of global fruit crop diversity. It is also a reflection 
on the nature of custodianship – on what it means, in 
practice, to care for the earth and one’s community.
NOTE: the reader will notice that most of the people here are men. 
This does not mean that men are more important to biodiversity 
conservation than women, but rather it reflects a traditional division of farm 
labour: the growing and tending of fruit trees is generally done by men, 
while women process the fruits and know about their different uses.
 Children playing under what may be the oldest fruit tree 
in the Western Pamirs, a 700 year old walnut tree in 
Yazguliam valley. The age of the tree was determined by 
Cuban scientists.
WHY THIS LITTLE BOOK? 
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Kasym Jumadilovich Tologonov
Kasym was born on 12 January 1952 in Tört-Kul on the 
shores of Lake Issyk-Kul. When he finished high school in 
1969 he began to work on a collective farm and when he was 
20 he joined the Red Army and was sent to Krasnoyarsk in 
Siberia, where he became a prison guard. Krasnoyarsk was 
one of the main centres of the Gulag. In 1984 he graduated 
in forestry from a university in the east of Kazakhstan and 
became director of the leskhoz (state forest enterprise) close 
to his hometown. When the Soviet Union collapsed and 
the leskhoz territory was divided, he was asked to work for 
the government in the city of Osh, but his parents were not 
doing well and he had to return home to take care of them. 
Back in his community, he realized that people were not 
ready to live in the new system. All factories had been closed; 
machines weren’t maintained and had fallen into disrepair. For 
the products that were still made, no more markets existed, 
because exports to other parts of the Soviet Union had 
ceased. Agriculture was important in this transition period. 
It helped people to survive. Yet the Kyrgyz, who had always 
relied on their livestock for meat and on their neighbours, 
the Tajiks and Uzbeks, for vegetable produce, knew little 
about agriculture. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, strict 
rules forbidding the cutting of (fruit) trees were no longer 
enforced and coal, oil, and gas needed to heat homes and 
workplaces became scarce. During the coldest winters, 
entire orchards were cut down for firewood as a result.
Kasym decided to establish a community group and called 
it Janycha Jashoogo Kadam Koyolu (JJKK): “Take a step 
towards a new life.” Twelve families joined. He uses the 
analogy of athletes walking into a stadium, inspiring the people 
who are watching them: “If ten families come together and 
improve their lives,” he thought, “maybe 1000 will follow.”
One of the most difficult things in maintaining such groups 
is trust, with which the Kyrgyz people have a traumatic 
relationship: after the collapse, many people wanted to establish  
co-operatives using the old kolkhozy (collective farms) as a basis, 
but very often the leaders sold the equipment and left the people 
without a penny. Now people prefer to work alone rather than 
collaborate with each other. Kasym says a good leader is above 
all honest and transparent when it comes to money. Their group 
has a small common fund that can be used when families are in 
need, and they have very strict rules about how it is managed. 
Partly because JJKK had already done many things together 
(making and selling felt, paintings, gathering medicinal plants), 
there was much interest in having a communal fruit nursery 
and it worked well from the start. From the more than 60 apple 
varieties found in their community, they selected a total of 21, 
some of which were indigenous and some that were introduced 
during Soviet times and had adapted to local growing 
conditions (mostly for the market). In 2007 they distributed the 
first batch of saplings to the families of Tört-Kul and a year later 
farmers from further away had already ordered more than 2000 
saplings for the coming years.
Kasym now sometimes helps scientists with training events 
in other communities in Jalalabat and Osh and advises 
them about running a community organisation. Saplings 
from the nursery he established with his group were used 
to establish a nursery at the University of Naryn.
KYRGYZSTAN
 The nursery in Tört-Kul. First-year apple and apricot 
seedings can be seen in the front, third-year seedings 
in the back and wild rootstock material to the left.
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Tajikan Koknarova 
Tajikan was born in Uzgen in the South of Kyrgyzstan. 
She went to Jalalabat State University in 1982 to study 
pedagogy and calligraphy. After three years she was 
kidnapped by her future husband and quit her studies. (The 
kidnapping of women by aspiring husbands is still a common 
practice in Kyrgyzstan and is best done by horse. 
Kyrgyz men sometimes jokingly justify this custom 
by suggesting that they are so hopelessly clumsy 
in the art of seduction that they decided to skip the 
game altogether.) Together they went to Novosibirsk 
in Siberia, where they worked until 1989, she in a 
restaurant, he in one of the city’s factories. They 
enjoyed it there: the city was beautiful and comfortable 
and salaries were always paid on time.
 
Back in Kyrgyzstan, they moved to the village of Urumbash in 
the walnut and fruit forests around Jalalabat. When Akylbek 
Kasymov, from the Kyrgyz Agrarian University, came to 
Urumbash in 2006 and asked the villagers if they would be 
interested in working with fruit trees, they were hesitant. It 
was the first time the community members had tried to work on 
something in a collaborative way. Tajikan remembers how difficult 
it was. Initially there was only mistrust and misunderstanding: 
some people thought she was being paid (she was not) to 
organize the community, and it took a lot of discussion and 
perseverance to come to a shared understanding of the 
work they were doing. For many people, nursing fruit trees 
was a matter of putting seeds in the ground and making 
sure they got enough water, while creating the cohesion and 
collective work necessary to establish and maintain a well-
tended community nursery was, well, something new.
> KYRGYZSTAN
■ Tajikan never regretted moving to Urumbash and can’t 
imagine her life without the forest. About the past years 
of work, she says: “I didn’t really know about different 
kinds of apples. Now I do, I know which ones I want 
and how to grow them. I have taught my children how 
to take care of the trees and, Insha’Allah, when I have 
a daughter-in-law, her children will also work in the 
garden. I will try to make sure that they stay in our village, 
able to make a living, and don’t leave for the cities.”
Over time, as villagers began to see their efforts rewarded, 
the work has organized itself. Some villagers from Kara-alma, 
across the river, have joined the community group. They 
have started making products with the fruits, selling them 
at the market, and people from other villages now prefer to 
come to Urumbash to buy saplings, which they say are more 
reliable than those they find on the market. Most of them 
still buy ‘improved’ varieties that were introduced during 
Soviet times, but interest in traditional varieties is growing.
Beyshen Sartmyrzaev
Beyshen Sartmyrzaev, 76 years old, is a farmer from 
Razansay village in the Jalalabat province of Kyrgyzstan 
and an impassioned explorer of local fruit species. Before 
he retired, Mr Beyshen taught biology to the children in his 
village. Ever since he was young he has been interested 
in the propagation of the local grapevine species Vitis 
uzunahmatica, now included in the list of threatened species 
of Kyrgyzstan. Local scientists were surprised to discover 
that Beyshen had developed his own method of propagation, 
by burying annual shoots into the soil so that they grow 
new shoots and roots. During autumn and spring, he 
separates the rooted plants and transplants them to forest 
sites and orchards, or he gives them to other farmers. 
When exploring nearby canyons he found forms of the same 
species with black fruits. Both forms can be used to make 
wine that Beyshen says has good therapeutic value and 
contributes to a long life. He has eight children and hopes 
they will continue his work to conserve local plant diversity. 
The interest that scientists and international organizations 
showed in his work encourages him in his belief that his 
efforts help people to save the world’s plant heritage.
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The term ‘custodian’ does not necessarily refer to 
individual people, and the people it describes do not always 
act on conservation in a single way. Using and conserving 
biological resources is rarely just that: farmers, certainly those 
in this booklet, do their work as members of communities. 
Communities in turn are more than mere groups of individuals 
in a given place, but a colourful and often complex mesh of 
links between people, united to different degrees in their pride 
about who they are, in shared histories, and appreciation of 
the plants and animals that sustain their lives. Leaders, and 
inspiration, are necessary, but not until they become integrated 
in that web of interactions, values and habits of the people 
around them, do their ideas become a force for conservation.
It is like that in Urumbash. The forests here are world-famous 
for their walnuts and apples (Malus sieversii, the progenitor 
of all modern apple varieties, comes from here), but they are 
fragile. Surrounded by the thirsting cotton, maize and sunflower 
fields of Jalalabat province, these hills are the only area where 
water still springs from the ground even during the high days 
of summer. The people who live here are strongly aware of 
this. Beside the walnuts, which provide their main source of 
income, and the wild fruits and berries, they know that the forest 
nurtures their land and moderates the local climate, and they 
know that if it disappears, the water will go too. Some pray to 
God to protect the forest and some say they’ll fight for it, too.
> KYRGYZSTAN
The forest has changed over the years. Cherry plum (Prunus 
cerasifera) is, together with some wild apple varieties, 
one of the few trees that can live in close association 
with walnut trees (they cast a deep shadow and release 
a chemical called juglone that also prevents other plants 
from growing around them). Cherry plum helps maintain 
a microclimate in which walnuts can thrive, but has all 
but disappeared as a result of introduced diseases. 
After the collapse of the USSR, people from England, 
Germany, and Switzerland, aided by corrupt officials 
and, many say, international conservation projects, 
illicitly cut many walnut trees for their prized burls.
Although one burl can be sold for thousands of dollars, 
villagers are generally against it. Collectively, by intensively 
using and maintaining the forest, they prevent other, 
more extractive and destructive uses by outsiders.
Turdubek Avazov
The oldest member of the community often expressed 
his regret at not being able to work in the new nursery. But 
in his own way, by reminding fellow villagers about the role 
that nature plays in ancient Kyrgyz culture and traditions, 
such as the epic poem Manas, he tries to contribute to 
their respect for the forest and its fruits. It is difficult now, 
more difficult than during Soviet times, when he was 
responsible for the maintenance of 3200 ha of forest. He 
took care of the benches on which people could rest, 
emptied ashtrays, distributed posters throughout the 
forest urging people to protect it, and guarded against 
people cutting the trees. There were airplanes then that 
the leskhoz administration used to spray the forests with 
DDT “to keep them healthy.” Now many trees die of pests 
and diseases, and it is more difficult to protect the forest.
	The old gate to the Kara-Alma leskhoz, to which Urumbash 
belongs. Looking through the gate is Urumbash village, 
hidden from view by the walnut forest.
 Above: Mr Avazov (right) during a community gathering to 
discuss the nursery work. Next to him is Askarbek, in whose 
garden the community's second nursery was established.
URUMBASH / The Community
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Geographically close, but a world apart in terms of history, 
culture, and ecology. The Pamir Mountains of Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan host fruit crops similar to many of the ones found 
in Kyrgyzstan, but with vastly different agricultural origins. The 
Pamiris are of Persian descent — and different from the Kyrgyz 
and their long combined tradition of nomadism and conquest  
(“we are the reason the Chinese built the wall”) — they have always 
relied on sedentary agriculture for their subsistence. It must have 
been extreme need or repression that compelled them to move to 
the difficult environment of the Pamirs and make it their home. 
Because of its topographic heterogeneity and the historic 
mingling of the many cultures and crops that travelled on the Silk 
Road, the area has been a natural laboratory in which the fragile 
balance between humans and their environment led to a unique 
agriculture, and an extraordinary diversity of locally adapted crops.
Saidafzalov (Shohik) Uronsho 
Most people thought him a fool when he decided to grow a 
garden on a steep infertile hill covered with rocks and shrubs. 
But after years of toiling on that hill, constructing channels 
and cascades to water it, and planting twenty different 
kinds of apples and many more apricots and other fruits and 
vegetables, he is proud of what he and his family have made.
In an area like the Pamirs, where arable land is scarce, 
pioneers like Shohik are important. They create land, literally. 
Unlike his father, Shohik never trained to be a farmer and what 
he knows he knows from trial and error, from experience. 
During the Soviet Union he was a bus driver. He first drove 
mobile shops that served remote areas far away from villages. 
Later he had to drive the powerful GAZ66 lorries from Moscow 
to different places in Central Asia. They were well suited to 
the high mountains, yet the trip from Moscow to Khorog still 
took a month. Hard work, but, looking at his two sons and 
then at me: “I was also young once!” He already had his 
garden then, mostly because it interested him. The trees are 
from different places in the Pamirs and beyond, because in 
Mun, the village where he lives, not a single person had fruit 
trees. And yet mun, in the local language, means apple.
For years now, people from his community have come to 
Shohik for advice about growing fruits. He teaches them, gives 
out seedlings, and goes to their gardens to help with grafting. 
His kindness and generosity leave a deep impression, but such 
values are not uncommon here. Rooted in a sense of solidarity 
that has been at the heart of Pamiri culture for centuries, 
it appears in many different forms wherever one goes.
With up to 80 percent of young men leaving the Pamirs to 
find work (most of them go to Kazakhstan or Russia for 
a few years) and so many social and economic changes, 
one often wonders about the future of these mountains, 
their people, and agriculture. Shohik’s sons went to the 
city for work as well, but they came back understanding 
that it is difficult to find a place as beautiful as theirs. 
When he becomes too old, they will take over his work.
THE PAMIRS
■ Cattle are herded over a sand dune in the Wakhan valley, 
along what used to be the Silk Road’s main passage 
through the Pamirs. In the background, riparian forests 
that are intensively used for firewood and the collection 
of some foods (e.g. sea buckthorn). Farther still, on the 
Afghan side of the river, is one of the enormous alluvial fans 
that provide the little land on which communities are able 
to settle. Over time, these hostile deposits of rocks, gravel 
and sand are transformed into (more or less) arable lands 
through the careful management of water, soil, and seeds.
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Dowlatman Mirasanov 
High above the village of Derzud in Rushan valley, Dowlatman 
Mirasanov, born in 1934 and an agronomist by training, created 
one of the most beautiful gardens visitors to this part of the 
world will encounter. In late autumn, the red of the cherry, apricot 
and mulberry leaves spills over the landscape in dramatic 
contrast with the grey mountains and skies. So surprised 
was Dowlatman that the trees he planted actually grew in this 
place that he dedicated part of his garden to the Imam the Aga 
Khan. Much like Shohik from Mun (p.15), his work shows the 
importance of curiosity, innovation and, of course, hard work. 
 
Partly because of the difficult terrain, he grew all his 
fruit trees from seed, seeds kept from fruits that he 
liked and picked up in neighbouring villages. 
Generally, to ensure that new trees keep desired qualities, 
growers graft cuttings from a parent tree onto rootstock that 
is well-adapted to local soil conditions. But some farmers 
in the Pamirs prefer to grow fruits on their own roots. Trees 
become stronger that way and, more importantly from an 
evolutionary point of view, they may have new characteristics 
that allow them to adapt to the challenging conditions of 
the mountains. Or sometimes they simply taste better. 
Living proof that this method works is the Dowlatmani, a 
spectacular apple variety homebred by Dowlatman. The 
size of a grapefruit, crunchy, and with a sweetness and 
intensity of taste to perplex even the most seasoned of 
apple eaters, it makes one wonder why anyone would ever 
settle for less. Most farmers in Rushan valley, Dowlatman 
claims, grow a variety or two that originated in his garden.
Ghozibek Shodyev
Ghozibek Shodyev’s garden looks a little like a Japanese 
rock garden, only one for giants. The rocks, too large to 
be removed, absorb the sun’s heat during the day and 
release it at night, creating a micro-climate suitable for 
fruit and vegetable growing. The garden is an example 
of how farmers in rocky, mountainous environments 
can push the growing limits of traditional cultivars.
Ghozibek is a teacher at the school in Durobak village; he 
studied biology. His garden is somewhat of a curiosity, 
with fruit varieties from the Tajik lowlands, other Central 
Asian countries, Afghanistan, and the Caucasus. Among 
others, he grows 32 varieties of hazelnut and 17 varieties 
of persimmon, 3 of which are grafted on a single tree. 
When he came to Durobak people knew little about fruit 
growing. The villagers noticed that he used different 
grafting techniques and became curious. Every day 
they came to his garden to learn, and every day he 
gave them seedlings to take back to their homes.
At school he teaches his students about grafting as 
well, even though it isn’t part of the official biology 
programme. Once, he grafted a tomato on top of a 
potato, to catch their interest. It worked. They then 
grafted a melon onto a pumpkin and now all his students 
know how to graft properly. “Even if the officials learn 
that we are doing this,” he says, a little defiantly, “I will 
never stop teaching my students about these things. 
They have to know, fruits are part of this culture.” 
> THE PAMIRS
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Ghozibek points at a grove of wild fruit trees on a steep 
hill overlooking the village. People cut them for firewood 
and it makes him angry. He goes to people’s houses and 
asks them to cut only the trees which do not give fruit, of 
which there are many. There are some varieties of fruits 
and grains that are disappearing because people forgot 
how to use them. So when he notices that people stop 
cultivating them, he goes back to their houses and tells 
them why they are important, why they should continue to 
grow them and spread them amongst their neighbours. 
Local apples make terrific juices and jams, and people 
could make some income from selling these products.
Djoibon and  
Sayorama Rustambekov
Often custodianship is a matter of curiosity, trying 
new things. Other times it has deep cultural roots and is, 
in a sense, more passive. The Pamirs hold many fruit tree 
tales: about witches under walnut trees, about how the 
mulberry muzafari got its name and came to the Pamirs, 
and about how many people survived the civil war thanks 
to apricots and mulberries. These stories give the fruits 
a place in the minds of the people and, perhaps, it also 
helps people to find their place in the world around them. 
The garden surrounding Djoibon and Sayorama’s house tells 
its own story. Sometime in the 19th century Djoibon's great 
great grandfather decided to leave to Afghanistan. Nobody 
knows exactly why anymore. He was rich and left the money 
to his wife, who used it to bring apricots from the valley of 
Yazguliam and planted them here, in the garden in Shivroj. 
The trees are still there and give enough fruit to support the 
family and provide presents for everybody they know. It has 
never occurred to them to replace the old trees: “cutting 
them would be a little like cutting the roots of my ancestors,” 
Djoibon muses. His name means ‘he who looks after a 
place’ and noblesse oblige. He is a teacher of French at the 
university in Khorog and with his fondness for the French he 
has clearly also acquired their sense of lyricism: “Le jardin 
c’est une chose religieuse pour nous…to us, the garden is 
something religious. If the trees disappear it will make the 
earth dry up and I think it will make us dry up a little as well.”
■ Djoibon and Soyorama underneath the wild apple 
tree in their garden. The tree is a few hundred 
years old, it was there already when the village was 
established 200 years ago. Like the many old wild 
apple and apricot trees in the village it doesn’t seem 
to suffer from diseases and yield is still good.
 Previous page: the Dowlatmani apple tree in front of 
Dowlatman's house.
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" Agriculture is the characteristic profession of wise men,
the most suitable for ordinary men, and the most honourable 
occupation for all free men. " 
Cicero
This booklet presents some of the farmers – wise and ordinary – who are contributing in small and 
bigger ways to the conservation of fruit tree biodiversity of Kyrgyzstan and the Tajik Pamirs.
In the conversations from which their stories were drawn, one question often stood out.  
A very simple question, but one that is often overlooked by people working in conservation: 
What, really, does agricultural biodiversity mean?
The answers are as varied as the farmers in this booklet: food, medicine, income and security; 
music, religion, politics, a means to unite communities and educate children; a creation of the 
divine or the deliberate effort of man; a family’s future insurance or the roots of its ancestors.
Protecting something so rich in meaning implies a conservation approach that is at once imaginative 
and difficult. Difficult, because the simple quick-fix solutions so often prescribed by international 
conservation and development agencies address at best a small part of what agricultural biodiversity 
is in any given context. And contexts are always complicated; understanding them takes time. 
Imaginative, because an approach that takes as its basis the creativity and individual motivation of 
farmers and their capacity to communicate knowledge and enthusiasm to their friends, families and 
communities, can help create an alternative vision of development in which the conservation and 
use of agricultural biodiversity are embedded in the history, identity and wellbeing of a people.
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